STATEMENT OF STEPHEN M. HUDSPETH, resident of Wilton, on

Senate Bill 874 as well as SB 457 & SB 738 for mandatory district consolidation

1 testify in opposition to Senate Bill 874 as well as SB 457 & SB 738 (recasting SB 454)
Jor mandatory school district consolidations or the conducting of any studies re: same.

[ have grave concerns about a mandatory school consolidation bill passing in any form, including
even as simply a directive for a study of the subject. I have submitted testimony previously with respect
to SB 738 (recasting SB 454), and write now to include newly submitted SB 874 as well as SB 457.

As expressed in SB 457 and SB 738 (recasting SB 454), mandatory school district consolidation
is an insane idea that will cause enormous conflict in the districts affected and their respective towns just
as it has already caused tremendous turmoil here in Wilton and can accomplish no intelligent end either in
cost savings for us all or in educational achievement for our children.

With respect to SB 874, I respectfully submit that, for a subject as critical to our state’s future as
the public education of our children, the focus should first and foremost be on doing no harm. As the
mandatory consolidation concept is expressed in SB 874, the proposal makes no attempt to distinguish
between districts that are performing well by objective standards and those that are not. Doing anything
to interfere with the successful operation of districts that are performing well by objective student-
performance standards is playing with fire. The consequences of deterioration in performance resulting
from such meddling can be catastrophic for the communities affected as well as for their children.
Moreover, simply the prospect of such meddling can be so discouraging as to drive residents with school-
age children from the district and discourage new families from moving into it. We’ve seen that already
in Wilton from the mere prospect of district consolidation (with SB 738 and 454 by their terms mandating
Norwalk’s and Wilton’s school districts be consolidated).

With those thoughts in mind and specifically as to SB 874, I respectfully propose that if SB 874
were to be adopted in any form (contrary to my urging here), the provisions of SB 874 at a minimum be
revised explicitly to exclude from mandatory consolidation any district whose students’ performance, by
specific objective measures, exceeds an explicitly stated standard. Not only would that revision comport
with the objective of doing no harm but also it can provide encouragement to districts whose students fall
below that standard to try to raise performance levels. What it will also crucially do is to remove the
daunting specter of mandatory consolidation that is currently clouding well-performing districts such as
Wilton’s as it also affirmatively encourages them to continue with their excellent student performance.

[ have nothing against the state taking steps to offer non-mandatory inducements to districts to
consider certain joint activities or operations where savings can be achieved, and I very much encourage
the state to consider putting more resources into vocational education on a regional basis on the model of
the outstanding Abbott Technical School in Danbury which I understand is regularly receiving far more
applicants than it can accommodate and whose educational programs are critical to providing constant
replenishment of the skilled workforce that has such an important place in our state’s economic future.

[ also have no objection to the state undertaking mandatory consolidations of underperforming districts,
again by objective measures with results observed consistently over time and not simply based on a single
year’s performance. Such districts need help, and economies of scale for really small districts achieved
by consolidation may help to improve educational performance through better use of resources.

For my town of Wilton, a mandatory consolidation bill in any form is such an inflammatory issue
that it is already, and will continue to be, a one-issue political subject here in town for as long as it
persists in any form that adversely affects Wilton, whether as it is now or as modified -- including even in



